When a history of the Australian environment movement was published several years ago the joke that went around the environment movement was that the first (and sometimes the only thing) purveyors of the book would read was the index to check if their names It is important to begin by noting that there is plenty to like in this collection. While the weakest part of the book is undoubtedly that dealing with the nineteenth century, there are some fascinating insights provided by accounts of the 1865 Bread or Blood riots, the 1890 visit by Henry George, the various chapters on the early trade union movement and the women's suffrage struggles. Several excellent and well known chapters by Raymond 1
Evans then followed. These included the 1912 Brisbane General Strike; the free speech struggles of 1913-14; conflicts around the conscription issue of 1916-17; and the Red Flag Riots -the infamous events of 1919 that Evans has already popularized. The discussion of the Richard Ramo Temple of Peace was also an illuminating insight into the expressive techniques of the Great War's anti-war movement but we are still shaking our heads over why the Peter Jackson Memorial was even mentioned in the same chapter since it had nothing to do with Brisbane radicalism, conflicts or even an Australian central character, although the conclusion tries hard to justify it.
While it would have been helpful for the editors to indicate in the Introduction their rationale for the content being covered and the book's structure, it becomes obvious what the editors had in mind. Chapters tend to focus on a particular incident and a building or place in the city and give the background and context for the incident. A small (though generally indecipherable) map accompanies each chapter indicating the location of the place or places mentioned in the chapter. This is a riveting read for both a recently arrived resident who identifies with at least some elements of the radical tradition and wanting to know more about how this tradition has played out in the city of Brisbane and for those who lived through the more recent eras and want to remember some of the events or place their memories into perspective. This attempt at a history of place, however, substitutes a sense of romance for any deeper understanding of the source and persistence of the radical tradition in Brisbane. It also unfortunately, like a Soviet photograph from the Stalinist era, serves the purpose of eliding those parts of the radical tradition that the traditional left is not interested in remembering.
The book became more persuasive as the content became more recent. The account of the rock 'n' roll riot of 1956 showed how that innovative music triggered massive shifts in popular attitudes to moral issues while the description of Ro Bognor and Merle Thornton chaining themselves to the bar of the Regatta Hotel in 1965 was a wonderful way to highlight the renewal of the feminist movement in its Brisbane manifestation.
The account of the conflicts between punks and police, focusing on the 1979 clash between the two groups at Baroona Hall in 1979 and the pivotal role of radio station 4ZZZ, showed how even cultural events could become part of the struggle against the authoritarian state of that era. For some reason most of the chapters finish before 1980, although the chapter covering the Murri history of Musgrave Park does go beyond this. This is a pity because the next two decades are a high point of social movement activism in Brisbane.
The limited range of these chapters highlights the book's main flaw -its uncertainty about what constitutes radical activity. In some ways the content selection is too limited in scope and in others, it is far too wide. The editors have tried to include some social movement activists and organizations but these have usually been those that have had a strong union or political left involvement and the term "radical" really means "traditional left". Because of this quite narrow interpretation of radical Brisbane, several chapters appear decidedly out of place. Contributions on convict floggings and racial assaults give the impression that the authors are actually more interested in human oppression in Brisbane rather than radicalism. At other times it seems to be a preoccupation with conflict of any kind. For example, the chapter on the attempted murder of the under colonial secretary, A.W. Manning, was a fascinating insight into two quite prominent men in the colony at the time but contributed little to the book's title. Worse, the chapter on the 1887 Racecourse Riot tried to push a fracas at the racetrack caused by the loss by a favourite in one race into the unconvincing framework of class struggle.
Or is the theme actually extremism; one example of right-wing extremism, Jeff Rickertt's chapter on the 1939 Pineapple rebellion, chronicles the role of the right-wing Douglas Credit movement in Queensland which launched a fundamental challenge to the status quo of the time, including through direct action. Carole Ferrier in her "Afterword"
states "…in order to understand radical Brisbane adequately, it is always important to keep reactionary Brisbane in full view" because it was often "…able to swamp the [radicals] with its power and its numbers." 2 This might have been so but there is little apparent rationale for having five different chapters on racial or sectarian conflicts which have little or nothing to do with the radical beliefs of one side or the other. It is tempting to think that perhaps these and several other chapters were included because they were interesting pieces of research that happened to be available rather than because they contributed substantially to the theme. This is unfair to scholars committed to analyzing why Brisbane as the state's most important metropolitan centre has played a leading role in driving political change and it is unfair to those citizens who played a leading role in driving that change. Historians and social scientists have developed explanations of the social base required to drive social change and in the aftermath of the mass social protests of the 1960s and 1970s, an international body of work -to which several Brisbane-based scholars have contributedhas described the parameters of social movements and how they undermine and transform civil society. 3 The traditional leftism of this book was repeatedly rejected by some of the mass protests that this book describes; and this progressive dissent has been one of the strengths of Brisbane's political culture in the face of the otherwise crude Dissatisfaction with traditional leftism on the ground has been reflected in contemporary scholarship on the history and analysis of protest activity. Marxist approaches confined or dismissed social protests on the basis of whether they were 'revolutionary or reformist' or working class-or middle class-based dissent. Successful social movements, however, have been shown to cross class lines; they become mass protests because they respond to a particular material problem, and because they appeal to a fundamental moral failing of the host society. In practice they also reject romantic revolutionary strategies on the grounds that violence is likely to lead to political repression and it is ultimately undemocratic and oppressive. This does not make protest in western democracies 'bourgeois' or 'reformist'; a better label is that used by the European social theorist
Touraine of 'self-limiting radicalism'. 5 In rejecting violence and a repressive reaction by the state, citizen protests can still undermine from within; as one American scholar termed it, 'they seep into institutional structures, transforming their practices and mentalities'. 6 Citizen protest movements may not be revolutionary but they may still be Brisbane. Yet for those of us committed to studying, analyzing and enacting radical social change, it is frustrating to see a romance of place usurp a more honest appraisal of various campaigns and the thrill of political repression substituted for a broad analysis of the diversity and vibrancy of Brisbane's rich, if unorthodox, counterculture.
.
